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Paulsen: Mind the Gap

Creating Mindfulness of
Mental Health in Business
By: Mandy Paulsen
You break a bone at work. Does your employer force you to keep working? No!
So, what about those ailments that can’t be seen via x-ray machines?
Businesses often have a gap in understanding mental health in the workplace.
According to USA Mental Health and First Aid, 46.4% of adults will experience
a mental illness in their lifetime.1 With close to half the U.S. population facing
mental challenges, companies must become informed on top mental challenges,
their influence on business profitability, and how to accommodate them.
Understanding Psychological
Issues and Their Growth

The two most prevalent mental health
challenges in the workplace are anxiety
and depression. Chronic anxiety is
different from stress. Though stress is
temporary, anxiety lasts for indefinite
periods of time. A recent report showing
an increase from 7% of UK workers
having chronic anxiety in 2013 to 10%
in 2017.2
As worrisome as the increase in anxiety
levels have been, depression is much more
serious. As Blue Cross put it in 2018,
“major depression is the second most
impactful condition on overall health
for commercially insured Americans.”3
Among American adults, depression
diagnoses rose 33% from 2013 to 2016;
among American millennials specifically,
that rate was 47%.4 The future generation
of employees will demand for more
psychological understanding in the office.
Mental Health Effects on
Business Profitability

Depression and anxiety have large impacts
on business productivity and subsequent
profits. These mental conditions have led
to cutbacks, unemployment and more job
turnovers in the Canadian workforce.5
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Why? One cause comes from depression
and anxiety’s role in absenteeism and
presenteeism. When someone continually
misses work due to illness, that’s absenteeism.
When someone comes to work, but is ill
and unproductive, that’s presenteeism.
Absenteeism and presenteeism cost
American companies $227 billion in 2012.6
Think those losses are just from physical
illnesses? The UK prime minister’s office
estimated an annual cost in £33-£42
billion in losses from illness overall, with
“over half of the cost coming from [mental
health] presenteeism.”7
Accommodating Mental Health in
the Workplace
How to Best Integrate

The management of companies around
the world must be committed to improving
mental health awareness in the workplace.
As one study on mental health for Canadian
workers said, “If we don’t have the support
of leadership, it doesn’t move… Leadership
has to be a critical component of the
process.”8 Senior leaders should interact
with their employees and encourage them
to improve mental health.
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That said, management isn’t enough.
Individual employees must do their part.
First, employees must assess their work
life balance, and see what they need
to do to craft a better quality of life.
Second, employees must set boundaries
on work times. Clearly demarcating
when the mind is focused on “work”
or on “pleasure” can help reduce
employees’ anxiety and depression. 9

Notes

When those with mental illnesses feel
included, safe, and valued in a company,
they (and their coworkers) are boosted in
morale. This in turn improves employee
performance, brand loyalty, and even
recruitment and retention. Employers can
see that, in time, coworkers improve in
approachability, safety, and lack of conflict.

4 “Major Depression.”

Conclusion

As a recent Lancet article explained,
“At the fulcrum of improving mental
health for workers is the recognition
that a workplace can be both a source
of stress and a formidable support
system.” 10
Both businesses and employees benefit
when the proper action is taken to make
the office a more suitable environment
for individuals with mental issues.
When an employee has a broken bone,
we don’t force them to work it off. They
get the proper resources they need.
Today many people face psychological
pain that isn’t as easily seen as a broken
bone on an x-ray, but it is still important
to accommodate them. Perceive the
discrepancy of mental health in your
own business and mind the gap: the
only way progress can be made is
through mindfully understanding the
effects that mental health has on the
workplace.
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